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Years of cuts in state funding for public colleges and universities have skyrocketed 
tuition and damaged student’s educational experiences by forcing faculty reductions, 
fewer course offerings, and campus closings. Because of this, colleges have become 
less affordable and less accessible to students who need degrees to succeed in today’s 
economy. 
Although some states have begun to restore some of the major cuts in financial 
support for public two- and four-year colleges since the recession, their support remains 
far below previous levels. Overall, taking inflation into account, funding for public two- 
and four- year colleges is almost $10 billion below its pre-recession levels.  
As states make these cuts to higher education funding, the price of attending a 
public college or university has increased faster than the growth in median income. For 
most students, increases to federal student aid and the availability of tax credits have 
not kept pace, jeopardizing their ability to afford the higher education that is key to their 
long-term financial success. States that choose to commit to high quality, affordable 
systems of public higher education will not only increase the revenue these schools 
receive, but also build a stronger middle class and develop the skilled workers that are 
needed in the future. 
Of the states that have that have submitted their higher education budgets for 2015-
2016, after adjusting for inflation: 




• In 12 states, per-student funding fell over the last year. Of these, four states – 
Arkansas, Illinois, Kentucky, and Vermont – have cut per-student higher 
education funding for the last two consecutive years.  
• Per-student funding in nine states – Alabama, Arizona, Idaho, Illinois, Kentucky, 
Louisiana, New Hampshire, Pennsylvania, and South Carolina – is down by more 
than 30 percent since the start of the recession.  
• States cut funding deeply after the recession hit. The average state is spending 
$1,598, or 18 percent, less per student than before the recession. 
• Forty-six states – all except Montana, North Dakota, Wisconsin, and Wyoming – 
are spending less per student in the 2015-2016 school year than they did before 
the recession.1 
These deep state funding cuts have had substantial consequences for public 
colleges and universities. States provide roughly 54 percent of the costs of teaching and 
instruction at these schools. 2 Schools have been forced to make up the difference with 
tuition increases, cuts to educational services, or a combination of both. Since the 













• Increased tuition – Public colleges and universities across the country have 
increased their tuition to compensate for the decline in state funding and the rise 
in operating costs. Annual published tuition at four-year public colleges has risen 
by $2,333, or 33 percent, since the 2007-08 school year.3 In Arizona, published 
tuition at four-year colleges and universities has risen nearly 90 percent, while in 
six other states – Alabama, California, Florida, Georgia, Hawaii, and Louisiana – 
published tuition is up more than 60 percent. The harsh tuition increases have 
fast-tracked longer-term trends of college becoming less affordable and costs 
shifting from states to students. As mentioned above, the price of attending a 
four-year public college or university has amplified significantly faster than the 
median income.4 Although federal student aid and tax credits have grown, on 
average they have fallen short of covering the tuition increases. 
• Diminished academic opportunities and student services – College and 
University tuition increases have only compensated for part of the loss in revenue 
that resulted for state funding cuts. Over the past few years, public colleges and 
universities have cut faculty positions, eliminated course offerings, closed 














 The large segment of future jobs will require college-educated workers. Ample public 
investment in higher education to keep quality high and tuition affordable, and to provide 
financial aid to students who need it most, would help states develop the skills and 
diverse workforce they will need to compete for these jobs. However, this investment 
can only happen if policymakers make sound tax and budget decisions. State revenue 
has improved since the depth of the recession, but they are still only modestly above 
pre-recession levels.6 To increase access and affordability to higher education, many 
states need to supplement revenue growth with new revenue to fully make up for the 
past years of cuts.  
 
Interpreting the Data 
 Many institutions charge separate prices for different years of study/ different 
academic majors. In this, many students may see published prices that differ from those 
reported as the sticker price below. For this reason, the numbers used are average 
published prices and are not precise measures.  
 
Reversal of Funding Cuts Not Enough 
 Public colleges and universities depend on state and local tax revenue as a major 
source of support. Unlike private universities, which rely on charitable donations and 







state and local appropriations. In 2015, state and local dollars constituted 54 percent of 
the funds these institutions used directly for teaching.7 While states begun restoring 
funds, levels are well below what they in 2008 – 18 percent per student lower – even as 
state revenues have returned to pre-recession levels (see figures below more detail). In 
regard to the states that have submitted their 2015-2016 higher education budgets 
compared with 2007-2008, when the recession hit, which are adjusted for inflation: 
• State revenue on higher education has decreased an average of $1,597 per 
student, or 18 percent 
• In only four states – Montana, North Dakota, Wisconsin, and Wyoming – is 
per-student funding now above 2008 pre-recession levels. 
• 26 states have cut funding per student by more than 20 percent 
• 9 states have cut funding per student by more than 30 percent 



















Recently, most states increased per-student funding for their public higher education 
systems. (see figures below for more detail.)  
• 38 states are investing more per student in 2015-2016 than 2014-2015 
• Nationally, spending has increased on average $199 per student, or 2.8 percent 
• State funding increases ranged from $13 per student in Missouri to $1,730 in 
Wyoming 
• 15 states increased per-student funding by more than 5 percent 
• 5 states – Colorado, Nevada, Oregon, Washington, and Wyoming – increased 
funding by more than 10 percent 
 
However, some states have made even larger cuts to their per-student funding. 
• 12 states funding fell over the last year, on average 8.8 percent or $516 per 
student9 
• State funding decreases ranged from $20 per student in New Jersey to $1,746 in 
Illinois 
• 6 States – Alaska, Arizona, Illinois, Oklahoma, West Virginia, and Wisconsin – 
















Rise in Tuition 
Over the past few years, states have increased funding in public colleges and 
universities above pre-recession levels. Due to this, tuition increases have been lower 
compared to the worst years of the recession. Published tuition at public four-year 
universities has increased in 34 states in recent years. The average tuition increases 
from these states was $254, or 2.8 percent. Over the last year: 
• Louisiana increased its average tuition by 7 percent, or roughly 4540, which is 
more than any other state  
• 9 states increased their average tuition by more than 5 percent 
• However, in Washington State, tuition fell by nearly 4 percent10 
Regardless, tuition remains higher than pre-recession levels in many states. Since 
the 2007-2008 school year, average annual published tuition has risen by $2,333 
nationally, or 33 percent (See figures below for more detail).11 Tuition hikes have 
become common, and average tuition has increased all around. 
• 7 states have increased average tuition by more than 60 percent 
• 14 states have increased average tuition by more than 40 percent 
• 39 states have increased average tuition by more than 20 percent 


















Cutting of Staff and Elimination of Programs 
Tuition increases have been unsuccessful at fully replacing the per-student support 
that public colleges and universities have lost due to state funding cuts. Because tuition 
increases have not completely compensated for the loss of state funding, and because 
many public schools do not have substantial endowments or other source of funding, 
many public institutions have simultaneously reduced course offerings, student 
services, and other campus amenities.  
Data on spending at public colleges and universities in recent years is incomplete, 
but considerable evidence suggests that these actions likely reduce the quality and 
availability of their academic offerings. Since the start of the recession, colleges and 
university systems in some states have eliminated administrative and faculty positions, 
cut courses or increased class sizes, and in some instances, consolidated or eliminated 
whole programs, departments, or schools.12 Public institutions continue to make these 
cuts even as states begin to reinvest in higher education. For example:  
• The University of Alaska Fairbanks eliminated six degree offerings – including 














• University of Akron in Ohio laid off over 200 employees as well as eliminating 
their school baseball team.14 
• The University of Arizona cut 320 positions from its budget including layoffs, 
firings, and resignations, and increased class sizes for core undergraduate 
courses.15 
• The University of Wisconsin-Madison laid off or reduced staff and faculty by 400 
slots and held faculty salaries level.16 
Nationally, employment at public colleges and universities has grown respectably 
since the recession, but proportionally less than the growth in the number of students. 
Between 2008 and 2014, the number of full-time equivalent instructional staff a public 
colleges and universities grew roughly 7 percent, while the number of students at these 





















Shifting Costs from State to Student 
Since the recession, students have assumed a larger proportion of money payed to 
public colleges and universities. This is due to state and local funding for higher 
education decreasing following the recession, while tuition increased.  
This cost shift from states to students occurred during a time when additional expenses 
were difficult for many families because income has been nearly motionless. From 1970 
to mid 1980s, tuition and income grew faster than inflation; by later 1980s, tuition began 
to grow faster than incomes (see figure below for detail). During periods of economic 
growth, funding has tended to recover while tuition has stabilized at higher levels in 









• In 1988, public institutions received 3.2 time the amount of revenue from state 
and local governments as they did from students 
• 1988, average tuition amount larger than per-student state expenditures in 2 
state – New Hampshire and Vermont. In 2008, this number grew to 10 states. 
• In 2015, tuition revenue was greater that state and local government funding for 




Hampshire, Pennsylvania, and Vermont – requiring students and families to 
account for costs by a ratio of 2-to-1.19 
• In 2015, public institutions received 1.2 times the amount of revenue from state 
and local governments as they did from students 
 
Federal Aid Unable to Compensate for State Aid 
Financial aid also increased during the tuition spikes after the recession. The 
Federal Pell Grant Program – the United States source of student grant aid – distributed 
over 80 percent more aid between 2007-2008 and 2014-2015 school years. This 
allowed the program to reach 2.7 million more students than in 2008 and provided the 
average grant recipient with 21 percent more support, from $3,028 to $3,673.20 This has 
helped many students and their families handle these tuition increases. College board 
calculates that the annual value of grant aid and higher education tax benefits for 
students at four-year public institutions has increased by an average of $1,410 in real 















While the total price of college varies amongst states but tax-credit amounts are 
consistent, some students who attend college in states with large tuition increases are 
likely to experience increases in their net tuition and fees. State Financial Aid, which is 
minimal, has fallen overall. In 2008, per-student state grant dollars equaled $740. In 
2014, that number fell to $710, roughly 4 percent.22 
 
Cuts and Their Impact on Economic Future 
Research finds that decreased state support for college is likely the cause for 
reduced college access and graduation rates. This is an issue, because a college 
educated workforce is becoming increasingly important to long-term state and national 
economic outcomes. Today, a college degree is a pre-requisite for professional success 
and entry into the middle class and up. For example, a young college graduate earns on 
average $12,000 more per year than someone without a college degree.23 
States benefit when more citizens receive a degree. For example, higher education 
attainment has been linked with lower crime rates, increased levels of civic involvement, 
















attract strong employers who pay modest wages. These residents then invest their 
money into commodities in the community, benefiting the area’s economy. As a result, 
Enrico Moretti found that wages of workers of all levels of education are higher in areas 
with high concentrations of highly-educated residents.25 In other words, highly educated 
workforces can increase an area’s economic success. 
In 2013, researchers from Georgetown University Center on Education and the 
Workforce predicted that by 2020, almost 66 percent of all jobs will require a college 
degree. This number has increased since 2007 when it was at 59 percent. They further 
predicted that by 2020, the nation will be producing 5 million fewer college graduates 
than the labor market requires. 26  This means that our current higher education system 
is not adequate for the future demand for an educated labor force. 
A major fear is that rising debt levels in part to increased tuition inhibits young 
graduates from starting businesses. Entrepreneurs rely on personal debt to launch their 
small ventures, but increased levels of student loan debt may make it difficult to obtain 
those loans necessary for startups. Researchers from the Federal Reserve Bank of 
Philadelphia found that as student loan debt increased, net business formation of the 















With these facts considered, states should strive to increase college access and 
graduation rates to enhance their middle class and care for entrepreneurs and educated 
workers who are need to compete in the world.  
 
What Can States Do to Reverse the Damage? 
Over the last few years, many states have started reinvesting back into higher 
education. To maintain this trend, states will need to deny costly or ineffective tax cuts 
and raise additional revenue.  
Understandably, state lawmakers face the challenge of determining the adequate 
funding of important public priorities. This means that to make progress in state and 
local investment into higher education, states need to deny tax cut and need to 
contemplate options for additional revenue. These revenue streams could come from 
repealing unsuccessful tax deductions, rolling back previous tax cuts, or increasing 
certain tax rates.28 
Revenue is needed most in states that recently allowed budget cuts or struggle with 
low energy prices that decrease revenue from taxes on natural resource extraction.29 












funding from the University of Wisconsin system, harming the educational value of 
many campuses.30 
Tax cuts may seem important to economic growth. However, their benefit is 
decreased by their prevention of investment into higher education that would increase 













States have cut higher education funding heavily since the recession. This was due 
to the choices made in response to the economic downturn. Policymakers chose to 
target future spending cuts to make up for current revenue loses. In hindsight, a 
diversified mixture of revenue increases and spending cuts could have decreased the 
amount of funding cut from higher education. 
Now, States’ higher education systems are suffering. Public institutions have been 
forced to heavily increase tuition while paring back degrees and programs in ways that 
may compromise educational value and student success. Today, students are paying 
more for a possibly compromised education. 
Reinvestment into higher education is immensely important in increasing college 
accessibility and affordability. Policymakers will need to center their decision around 
investing in the future through quality education. To recover from the economic 
downturn, States need to increase revenue and avoid tax cuts that would deter 
investment into higher education. 
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